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Thomas Roske discusses August Natterer's 
Visionary Art - Precursor of Surrealism 
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In his pioneering book Bildnerei der 
Ceisteskranken (Artistry of the Mentally III) (1 9 2 2 ) the 
ar t h is to r ian and psych ia t r is t Hans Pr inzhorn (1 886 -
1 933 ) i n t r oduced ten ' s c h i z oph r en i c masters ' at 
length. On e of these d iscover ies was the e lec t r i c ian 
Augus t Nat te re r ( 1 8 5 8 - 1 9 3 3 ) whose p i c t o r i a l records 
of a v is ion espec ia l l y f asc ina ted Pr inzhorn . For him 
Nat te re r ' s d r aw i n g s we re the ou ts tand ing examp l e of 
wha t cou l d be ca l l ed ' i n sane ' in an ar t wo r k . 
Espec ia l ly abou t The Miracle Shepherd, he wro te : 
'Perhaps in no other pic ture do we con f ron t the 
spec i f i ca l l y sch i zoph ren i c emot ion as help less ly . . . ' He 
exp la ins this wi th the ' qua l i t y of strangeness and the 
uncanny ' wh i ch he expe r i enced and wh i ch ' ag i ta tes 
and fasc inates us so much ' . A n d he ra t iona l i ses : 'Both 
means ... wh i ch o f fe red us the poss ib i l i t y of en te r ing 
in to sch i zoph ren i c concep tua l comp lexes are b locked , 
the r a t i ona l as we l l as the aesthet ic . ' (1) 
Pr i nzho rn ' s book made Augus t Na t t e r e r 
famous (if under the pseudonym 'Augus t Nete r ' ) . His 
works have been r ep r oduced more of ten than those of 
a n y o the r ar t i s t in the He i d e l b e r g Pr i n zho rn 
Co l l ec t i on , for many they even stand for the co l lec t ion . 
We share Pr inzho rn ' s a p p r e c i a t i o n of Na t t e re r ' s 
pic tures, but pe rhaps for d i f fe ren t reasons. We d o not 
share the author 's expe r i ence of the uncanny and 
aesthet ic inaccess ib i l i t y . It is wor t h ask ing why - wha t 
has changed in the at t i tude t owa rds the works of this 
outs ider art ist? 
We should beg i n by l ook i ng at the man and 
his wo r k more closely. Augus t Nat te re r , bo rn near 
Ravensburg in 1 8 6 8 , g r ew up in Stut tgar t and became 
an e lec t r i c ian there.(2) Af te r serv ing in the a rmy for a 
yea r he con t i nued his t r a i n i ng in mechan ics in and 
a r ound his home town , then wo r k e d in d i f fe ren t p laces 
a b r o a d for a wh i l e , in Sw i t ze r l and , France and the 
USA. Returning to Ge rman y in 1893 , he moved 
a r ound unti l in 1 8 9 6 he f i na l l y sett led in Wue r z b u r g , 
when he mar r i ed and star ted his own business. He 
acqu i r ed a h igh pro fess iona l s tand ing and es tab l i shed 
an impo r t an t re la t ionsh ip to the Univers i ty of the city, 
p r o d u c i n g spec i a l i ns t ruments a n d mach i nes for 
professors l ike Wi l h e lm Roentgen, the d iscovere r of 
the X-Rays. Whe n in 1 9 0 2 the Univers i ty emp l o yed 
their own t echn i c i an , Nat te re r suf fered, not on ly 
f i nanc ia l l y . His search for pro fess iona l a l te rna t ives in 
the f o l l ow i ng years al l f a i l ed and he became s low ly 
despera te . In 1 9 0 7 he star ted wo r k i n g obsess ive ly at 
his own invent ions and patents. He became ag i t a t ed , 
c o u l d n ' t s leep an y mo re a n d fe l t i n c r e a s i n g l y 
exhaus ted . Unab le to pursue his business he wen t to 
Stut tgart for a change and v is i ted his fami ly . But his 
restlessness pers is ted, c omb i n ed wi th hypochond r i a c 
tendenc ies and apoca l y p t i c fears. In Oc tobe r , after an 
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Strangling Angel, 
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at tempt to open his arter ies, he was sect ioned to the 
psychiat r ic hospi ta l in Rottenmunster. In 1909 , for 
f i nanc ia l reasons, he was moved to the Weissenau 
asylum. On his insistence he was t ransferred back to 
Rottenmunster in 1917 where he stayed until his death 
in 1933 . 
At the beg inn ing of his t ime in the asylum 
Na t te re r was p r eo c cup i e d wi th c r i p p l i n g gu i l t 
feel ings. He bel ieved he had commi t ted a ' d ead l y sin' 
wi th a prostitute in 1906 (Nat terer was marr ied since 
1896 but ' spa red ' his f rag i le wi fe sexual ly) . Because 
of this, 'a f lash of l igh tn ing struck his head, he was 
cast into hel l . ' He felt responsib le for ear thquakes and 
f loods, supposed harb ingers of the end of the wor ld , 
and suffered ter r ib ly f rom pa in fu l sensations. Later, 
f rom 1 9 1 2 , Na t te re r de ve l o p ed de lus ions of 
grandeur . He bel ieved he had d iscovered that he was 
the great -grandson of Napo l eon I and he c la imed the 
throne of France, as emperor Aout I., IV Napo l eon . He 
be l ieved that con tempo ra r y po l i t i ca l events were 
happen ing because of him; he saw the First Wor l d 
Wa r as a campa i gn to f ree him f rom his impr isonment . 
On ly later in his l i fe d id his o ld delusions about be ing 
chosen to suffer for the wo r l d return for a few years. 
Beside his delus iona l ident i ty Nat terer l ived 
the qui te normal l i fe of an industr ious and skil lful 
asy lum i nmate . He wo r k e d in the l ocksmi th 's 
workshop , became a special ist in repa i r i ng clocks, 
sometimes even wi th rep lacement parts he made 
himself, and he invented helpful tools, for examp le a 
spec ia l woo d p lane. From 1911 he wo r ked on 
d raw ings . Some show be loved women whom he 
dec la red to be his wives, some butterf l ies wh ich he 
col lected. In some he deve loped his own coat of arms, 
some are designs for invent ions, for examp le weapons 
wh ich should be used aga ins t the Germans in the war . 
The most o r i g i na l of his d raw ings are the ones 
devo ted to the images he had seen in a vis ion. He 
repeated ly repor ted that this ' a ppa r i t i on ' happened 
on the 1st of Apr i l 1907 at noon above the mil i tary 
bar racks in Stuttgart: 'A t first I saw a spot in the c loud, 
very near by - the clouds all stood still - then the whi te 
spot w i t hd rew and rema ined in the sky the who le t ime, 
l ike a boa rd . On this boa rd , screen or stage, pictures 
f o l l owed one another l ike l igh tn ing, maybe 1 0 , 0 0 0 in 
half an hour, so that I cou ld abso rb the most impor tant 
only wi th the greatest at tent ion. The Lord himself 
appea red , the wi tch who created the wo r l d - in 
between there were wor l d l y scenes: wa r pictures, 
parts of the ear th, monuments, batt le scenes f rom the 
Wars of Liberat ion, palaces, marvel lous palaces, in 
short the beaut ies of the who le wo r l d - but al l of these 
in supernatura l pictures. They were at least 2 0 meters 
high, could be seen clear ly and were almost colourless, 
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Witch's Head • Landscape, before 1920, pencil, watercolour and pen, 
25 .9 x 34 .2 cm, Prinzhorn Collection, Heidelberg. 
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Fn. l ) , p .159 -160 . 
4. Natterer cited after 
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p.50 . 
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Illusion from the 
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in: American imago, 
vol. 58 No. 1, Spring 
2001 , p. 407 -443 . 
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Prinzhorn 1995 (see 
Fn. l ) , p. 169-170. 
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Fn. l ) , p .170 -171 . 
8. Translated after: 
Comte de Lautreamont, 
Die Cesange des 
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Soupault, Munic: 
Heyne, 1976, p. 173. 
l ike pho tog raphs ; some we re sl ight ly co lou red . They 
we re l i v ing f igures wh i ch moved . At first I though t that 
they we re not rea l ly a l i ve ; then they we re t r anscended 
wi th ecstasy, the ecstasy was b rea thed in to them. 
Final ly it was l ike a mov ie . The mean i ng became 
immed ia te l y c lear on f irst sight , even if one became 
consc ious of the deta i ls on l y later wh i l e d r aw i n g 
them. The who l e th ing was ve ry exc i t i ng and eer ie . ' 
Typ ica l l y for a v is ion , not on l y the mean i ng 
of the images was c lear to Nat te re r but also the 
spec i a l mean i n g fo r h im : 'The p ic tu res we r e 
mani fes ta t ions of the last j udgemen t . Chr is t cou ld not 
comp le te the r edemp t i on because the Jews c ruc i f i ed 
him too soon. Chr is t sa id at the Moun t of Ol i ves that 
he had sh ivered under the pic tures wh i ch appea r e d 
there. These are pictures, in other words , l ike those of 
wh i c h Chr is t spoke . They are revea led to me by Go d 
for the comp le t i on of the redempt ion . ' (3 ) 
Undoub ted l y , in dep i c t i n g these images , 
Nat te re r , God ' s elec ted, was ca r r y i n g out a mission. 
At the same t ime they served him as reconst ruct ions of 
par ts of the ' a p pa r i t i o n ' and a l l owed him ' to exp l o re 
their mean i ng in a l og i ca l way ' . (4 ) This is espec ia l l y 
c lear in the Skirt Transformations d r aw i n g . Here wi th 
the skil l and pa t i ence of a t echn ica l d raugh t sman 
Nat te re r cop i e d the d i f fe ren t phases in the movement 
of the skirt of the a f o r emen t i oned 'w i t ch wh o c rea ted 
the wo r l d ' . These l ines, dep i c t i ng the movement of the 
f ab r i c , are more prec ise and f ine than any of his 
t echn ica l d r aw i ng s . Probab l y Nat te re r wan t e d to 
prove his pos i t i on as a 'Wo r l d -Un i ve r s i t y -Mechan i c ' in 
d e p i c t i n g t r a n s cenden t a l events w i t h an a lmos t 
' supe rna tu ra l ' d i l i gence . In the case of the Witch's 
Head, the wi tnessed c hang i n g of the sky images is 
im i t a t ed w i t h the e f fec t of a t r a n spa r en c y , a 
fo re runner of the c i nema wh i c h was popu l a r at the 
beg i nn i ng of the century . The pic ture is pa in t ed on 
both sides in t rans lucent pa in t so that if lit f rom beh i nd 
the head -meadow opens into a lake wi th wate r plants 
and fish.(5) 
The Miracle Shepherd was obv ious l y of 
spec ia l impo r t ance for Nat te re r . Pr inzhorn repor ts the 
exp l ana t i on of the pic ture the pa t ien t had g i ven to him 
in 1 9 1 9 wh i ch reveals that it was meant as a k ind of 
self po r t r a i t bu i l t out of symbo ls , i n c l ud i ng the 
t raumat i s ing encounter wi th the prost i tu te: ' A t f irst a 
cob r a was in the air , i r idescent green and blue. And 
then came the foo t (a long the snake). Then the other 
foo t came . It was made f rom a t u rn ip . . . On this 
second foo t a p p e a r e d the face of my fa ther - in - law in 
W. : the wo r l d mi rac le . The f o r ehead was c reased -
a n d the seasons of the year came f rom it. Then it 
became a t ree. The bark of the tree was b roken off in 
f ront so that the g a p f o rmed the mouth of the face . The 
branches of the tree f o rmed the hai r . Then fema le 
gen i ta ls a p p e a r e d be tween the leg and the foot , these 
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Witch's Head - Landscape (verso, lit from behind). 
sever the man's foot , i .e. sin comes f rom woma n and 
causes the fal l of man. One foo t is p r o p p e d aga ins t 
the sky, that means the fa l l in to hel l . . . Then came a 
Jew, a shepherd who had a sheepsk in w r a p p e d 
a r o u n d h im . . . I am the shephe rd - the G o o d 
S h e p h e r d - Go d ! ' | 6 ) 
It is clear to us now wha t Pr inzhorn meant 
when he stated that the ra t i ona l wa y of enter ing in to 
this d r a w i n g was ' b l o c k e d ' . W i t h o u t Na t t e r e r ' s 
exp lana t i on , the mean ing of parts of the d r aw i n g is 
hard to unders tand as it does not f o l l ow the common 
cul tura l t rad i t ion . But even wi th Nat te rer ' s exp lana t i on , 
the mean ing of the who le , of the reason for the parts 
com ing together , remains obscure . Wha t Pr inzhorn 
meant wi th his 'aesthet ic fa i lu re ' is exp l a i ned when he 
descr ibes the d r aw i n g thus: 'Unless we are mistaken, 
the character is t ic qua l i t y l ies in the o rgan i c forms 
resul t ing f rom the par t ia l d r aw i ng s of organs , wh i ch 
howeve r a re not cen t r ed a n ywh e r e . The f a ke 
organ isms are neat ly d r awn to comp le t i on and c losed 
on al l sides ' , but wi th a 'po int less log ic wh i ch leads a 
ra t i ona l man in to an endless maze. ' (7) Pr inzhorn 's 
aesthet ic fa i lu re is a fa i lu re of empathy . In an image 
he is obv ious ly l ook ing for an i den t i f y ing encounter 
wi th a dom ina t i ng (organic) shape. As this is den ied , 
here he exper iences a hard l y t o le rab le f rustrat ion. The 
ref lex to repulse is ba l anced by a fasc ina t ion , the 
result is an expe r ience of the uncanny. 
W h y don ' t we share Pr inzhorn 's expe r i ence 
of the uncanny here? Because since Dada and 
Surrea l ism, we are used to mak ing sense of this k ind 
of senselessness in works of ar t . In fact , Pr inzhorn 's 
desc r ip t i on para l le l s the famous phrase f rom the 
Songs of Maldoror ( 1 8 6 9 ) by the Com t e de 
Laut reamont ( Is idor Ducasse), in wh i c h the poet 
c ompa r e s the beau t y of a y o u n g man to ' t he 
unexpec ted encounter of a sew ing mach ine and an 
umbre l la on a d issec t ing tab le ' . (8) The Surreal ists 
used this as a mode l for their art is t ic pract ice. (9) It fits 
r ema r kab l y we l l wi th pa in t i ngs by Ma x Ernst, l ike Der 
Sturz der Engel ( 'The Fall of the Ange ls ' ) of 1 9 2 3 , 
t oday in the Sprenge l Museum in Hannover . (10) Here 
we a lso f i nd , d i l i gen t l y ou t l i ned but i ncomp le te , 
bod ies and body parts and we miss - in the case of 
the f ema le body at least - an i n teg ra t ion in to a 
consistent f i gu re . Ac tua l l y Ernst was the one who took 
Pr inzhorn 's book to Paris in 1 9 2 2 , b r i n g i ng it to the 
at ten t ion of his French art ist f r iends there. Ove r al l he 
wa s ob v i o u s l y h imse l f i n f l u enced by Na t t e r e r ' s 
d raw i ngs . ( 11 ) But more impo r t an t l y , Ernst cou l d 
choose the works of this psych ia t r i c pa t ien t as a 
mode l on ly on the basis of a new i dea of ar t , wh i ch 
was embod i e d in Surrea l ism (wi th the I ta l ian Pittura 
Metafisica as a k ind of precursor ) . His pa in t i ngs we re 
a p i c to r i a l equ i va len t of the au tomat i c poems wh i ch 
And r e Breton and his f r iends had deve l oped f rom 
9. See for example 
Andre Breton, Entretiens 
1913-1952 (1952), 
Paris: Gal l imard, 1969, 
p. 49 - I thank 
Marielene Weber for 
having pointed out this 
reference to me. 
10. Oi l on Canvas, 
128 x 128 cm. 
11 . See Stefanie Poley, 
'Das Vorbild des 
Verriickten. Kunst in 
Deutschland zwischen 
1910 und 1945 ' , in 
Otto Benkert, Peter 
Gorsen (Eds.), Von 
Chaos und Ordnung 
der Seele. Ein 
interdisziplinarer Dialog 
uber Psychiatrie und 
moderne Kunst, Berlin, 
Heidelberg: Springer, 
1990, p. 55-90, here 
p. 76-80; see also 
Marielene Weber, 
'August Natterer, ein 
schizophrener Kunstler. 
Zur Rezeption', in: 
Jadi/Brand-Claussen 
2001 , op. cit., p. 341-
366 , here p. 362 . 
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1 9 1 9 - the yea r in wh i ch Pr inzhorn star ted to 
put together the He ide l be r g co l lec t ion and to wo r k on 
his book . 
The main art is t ic mode l for Pr inzhorn , wh o 
had stud ied in Mun i c h f rom 1 9 0 6 to 1 9 0 9 when the 
r a d i a n ce of Jugendstil was beg i nn i ng to f ade , was 
Ge rman Expressionism. (12) The ' s ch i zoph ren i c master ' 
he f a vou red most among the ten he i n t roduced in his 
book was Franz Kar l Biihler (a l ias Franz Pohl) whose 
co l ou red penc i l d r aw i n g s he c ompa r e d to Vincen t van 
Gog h . A n d if he ment ions con t empo r a r y art ists in his 
book , they are most ly members of the Blue Rider or 
Bruecke g r oup . But obv ious l y he sensed the com ing of 
someth ing new. This shows in his reac t ion to Augus t 
Nat te re r ' s d r aw i n g s . Fasc inated by them, but unab l e 
to exp l a i n why , he though t it was the i l lness of the 
pa t ien t he cou ld expe r i ence t h rough these works . 
Look ing back f rom t oday , it becomes c lear that 
P r i n zho r n in The Miracle Shepherd un cann i l y 
d i scove red the poss ib i l i t y of a new aesthet ic that 
a l r e ady conce rned con t empo r a r y art ists in France. 
Augus t Nat te re r - a Surreal is t avant la lettre. 
How can this be exp l a i ned? In his d r aw i n g s the 
e l e c t r i c i a n t r i e d to en v i s a ge an e x t r a o r d i n a r y 
expe r i ence wh i c h had o ve rwhe lmed him comple te ly . 
He d i dn ' t rea l ise that the mean i ng he gave to his 
' a p p a r i t i o n ' - if not the v is ion itself - was a re f lec t ion 
of deep l y persona l comp lexes . This ex te rna l i sa t i on of 
the inner was he lped by the fact that Nat te re r was not 
used to the express ive mode of the ar t of his t ime, but 
bui l t up his d r aw i n g s using the ana l y t i ca l mode l he 
had l ea rned as a t echn ica l d raugh t sman , show i ng that 
he cou l d 'mas te r ' his v is ion . There fore , ins tead of 
a im i ng to express the thoughts that haun ted him, he 
reconst ruc ted the images of his v is ion as someth ing 
f o r e i gn , ' s upe rna tu ra l ' , as accu ra te l y as any other 
o p t i c a l p h e n ome n o n he d r e w p r o f e s s i ona l l y . 
Dissoc ia t ion , f r agmen ta t i on and i n cohe rence in his 
pic tures we r e unconsc ious strategies to h ide the true 
mean ing of the connec ted i deas to himsel f - to us they 
are the ve ry moments that put us on the t rack of 
Nat te re r ' s p rob l ema t i c re la t i onsh ip to the wo r l d . A n d 
this, a l e ad i ng of specta tor to a rea l i t y beh ind the 
image , was exac t l y the pu rpose of the Surreal is t 
aesthet ic . Breton and his f r iends no l onger t rusted the 
o ld i dea of express ion in ar t . Instead of re l y i ng on the 
aesthet ic of express ion ism, they consc ious ly co l l i d ed 
common ways of represen t ing the wo r l d in their poems 
and pic tures, to p rovoke the present iment of mean i ng 
latent in the images . W i t h his crea t i ve wa y of cop i n g 
wi th a persona l co l l apse of mean i ng Nat te re r had 
f o r e s hadowed the wa y the Surreal ists answe red the 
gene ra l co l l apse of mean i ng in European soc ie ty af ter 
the First Wo r l d Wa r . 
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